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[Abstract:] Conditions under which Silver Bars are rejected... 


Mint of the United States at Philadelphia, 
Melting and Refining Department, 


Philadelphia, 


October 20, 1886 


Sir, 


Permit me to draw your attention to some facts in relation to bars of fine silver deposited 
in the Mint for Coinage, which explain why we feel ourselves obliged to reject them, as 
unsuitable to be deposited in the Mint. 


I. 


II. 


Ill. 


We are apt to reject bars that very much from the alleged fineness, according to 
the Official Report of our Assayer, because long experience has shown that we 
thereby avoid time-wasting discussions, and sometimes unjust personal 
criminations on the calculated value of the Silver offered for deposit. 


We rarely reject bars that exhibit the so-called “sprouting”, unless too light in 
weight for their alleged weight, but a mere roughness on the air-cooled surface of 
a bar is not necessarily a sprouting, is in fact usually free from true sprouting, 
altho sometimes mistaken for it. The term is taken from a fancied and not remote 
resemblance to the sprouting of young plants in the ground, but when it is a clear 
case of sprouting, it is safe to conclude that the silver in question is of the finest 
kind, that it is 999 fine or over, and free from even 1/1000 of bad metal, i.e. a 
metal, or other element, that hardness or embrittles silver. We therefore never 
refuse really sprouted bars, unless there be a serious deficiency in their alleged 
weight, or other objectionable feature in them. 


A roughness of surface has sometimes a remote resemblance to sprouting, and is 
often mistaken for it by unskilled persons. This roughness is due to an injudicious 
act of the melter, without the slightest evil intent, by small casting-additions to the 
top of a solidified bar, or one that is in the act of congealing. These after-pourings 
interfere with, and disturb each other, just like the waves of agitated water, but 
unlike water, which rapidly smooths down, the silver waves congeal before 
calming down, and present the roughness alluded to. There are two points to be 
specially noted in this act of congelation. It frequently encloses water within its 
intermingled waves and folds, so that the bars weigh less, often much less, by loss 
of water, than they did when first made. These apparently inexplicable differences 
in weight naturally give rise to interminable discussions, and too often to 
criminations against the Government and its officers, by Depositors. It is difficult 
for most people to understand how water can be embraced within a mass of 
melted metal at a red heat. It is never the less true; and geologists are just 
beginning to receive the idea that masses of melted rock may hold water liberally 
distributed through them, which we have long known at the Philadelphia Mint in 
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melted gold and silver. I have occasionally witnessed a porous bar of Silver, as 
shown by the porosity of the Assay cut, holding water tenaciously until it was 
melted again, and kept sometimes in a melted state, before it ceased to lose its 
content of water. I once witnessed several ounces of water obtained from a silver 
bar, that exhibited no cavity, altho it had a multitude of sponge-like cavities. 


2. The second point to be specially noted in this congelation is that through accident or 
carelessness, solid things, like pieces of iron, slag, or earth may be caught in the congealing 
waves of silver, and buried there; and the bar, when weighed, shows this added weight, which, 
not being seen, is weighed as silver, and credited to the Depositor of the Silver, against the 
Government, whose interests we are specially appointed to guard. Having found such foreign 
matters repeatedly in silver bars, that are heaped, as above described, in congealed waves and 
protuberances on the upper casting surface, we have deemed it our duty to defend the 
Government against unjust imputations of fraud, or mistake in weight, by altogether rejecting 
such rough surfaced bars, especially where they have been hammered down by the melter or 
other person, as they usually are. The silver smelters can avoid such doubtful heapings on the 
bars they cast, by not adding irregular lumps of metal to the smooth top of the bar, as at first 
finished. Having thus shown how our duty to the Government demands that we should reject 
bars of equivocal purity or quality or weight, I now draw attention to the reasons why we think 
we are bound sometimes to reject silver bars from impurity in Composition. 


IV. We think that the Interests of the Government demand that we should reject some 
bars, which our Assayer reports to contain appreciable quantities of foreign elements, such as 
arsenic, lead, Sulphur, &c. because such silver should be refined from such impurities, in order 
to obtain it soft enough to receive the impressions of the die for thousands of times without 
breaking. Our Mint-Plant is only adapted to Coinage by the Government, and not to Refine the 
metals. It is well known that, in the earlier years of the Republic, when we variously and with 
difficulty procured but trifling quantities of gold and silver, and when there were no private 
works for refinery those metals in the Country, the Government specially empowered the Mint to 
refine and coin them. About one third of a century since the government began throwing off the 
Refining into private hands, retaining only and exclusively the Coinage, for which alone the 
present Plant of the Mint was expressly prepared and is adapted. To execute the Coinage alone, 
which the Government now calls for, requires us to employ some 64 men in the Melting 
Department alone. While the Government ceased refining silver about 1/3 of a century since, we 
have ever continued refining the small amount of gold that is deposited by employing 3 or 4 
hands, and a small space. 





We are ready to do all the Coinage that can be called for in accordance with the action of 
the Government years ago, but to attempt refining silver would be rather contrary to the declared 
policy of the government, unless the present Mint were fully doubled in capacity, and an Act of 
Congress obtained to allow of our Refining Silver. 


The complaint made by some depositors that we reject good bars is easily answered, but I 
have endeavored to be full in my explanation, in courtesy to those enterprising men who ship the 
bars to this Mint. The bars containing Sulphur could more easily be refined in private refining 
works, which are prepared for it, and could execute it with ease and rapidity, cheaply and in any 
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desired quantity. A very small percentage of Sulphur would not be perceived in ordinary silver 
working, but seriously interferes with the facility of stamping and softness of metal that are 
imperatively demanded by Coinage. 


Very Respectfully, 
Jas. C. Booth 
Me&R. 


Hon. D.M. Fox 
Superintendent. 


